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Note 
Does Business Really Want to 
Commu,nicate with Customers ? 
Tomoyasu Satow 
Consumer awareness in Japan rose to a new high at the political level re-
cently when the enactment of a new consumer tax prompted a public outcry 
and touched off intense debate in the Japanese Diet. 
At other levels, however, it is still not clear as to whether a consumer 
"revolution" in Japan is really under way. For this reason it seems appro-
priate to isolate and to examine one of the important questions of consumer 
affairs today; does business really want to communicate with customers ? 
1 What dOes It mean "ShOUhisha- mOndai" 
tO Japanese busineSS ? 
A word "shohisha mondal"(pronounced show hee shaw - mohn - dai) 
in Japanese, which is equivalent to "consumer affarrs" or "consumer prob 
lems", has two meanings. One is consumer affairs in the more literal sense; 
the other meaning has to do with consumer complaints. This overlap of 
meanings brings confusion to many business people. Although the words 
"shohisha mondal" has a general meanrng that applies to consumer - relat-
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ed issues in an overall sense rt also evokes the mghtmare of "shohisha 
kureimu", or consumer complaint. 
The word "kureimu" ( ku - ray - mu) originates frorn the English word 
"claim", but the meaning has changed slightly through adaptation into the 
Japanese language. Now, Japanese business people as well as government 
agencies understand the word kureim as meaning consumer complaint. As 
far as I can tell, the word claim is never used to mean consumer complaint 
in the various consumer - related literature published in the United States. 
It makes me wonder whether there are any Japanese business people who 
know the real meaning of "claim". I doubt it. It is easy, therefore, to under-
stand how business people might imagine gloomy or unhappy feelmgs 
whenever they hear the term shouhisa - mondai. 
I would suppose that many readers are not familiar with management 
stracture and career development in a typical Japanese corporation. Permit 
me to explain it briefly. In Japan, most companies hire new college gradu-
ates at the same season each year, usually in April after the school semester 
ends. The new workers are rotated in various departments of the company 
during a period of 3 to 4 years. In a typical example, he may work in Ac-
counting and then transfer to the Sales Department. Gradually the worker 
accumulates solid experience in various aspects of the company's operations. 
Usually the employee will stay with the same company until retirement, 
although this situation has begun to change as young people find it more 
fashionable to jump from one job to another. The merit of the traditional 
system is that it develops loyalty to the company and enables an employee 
to acquire the skills and knowledge as a generalist. On the other hand, there 
is little chance to become a specialist because an employee's assignment to 
- 286 -
Does Busmess Reany Want to Commumcate wrth customers? 
a particular section is limited. Here is a good example. ACAP (Association 
of Consumer Affairs Professionals), a counterpart organization of SOCAP 
(The Society of Consumer Affairs Professionals in Business), has 330 
members representing 250 companies. In its 10 year history the number of 
the original members is less than 10 (includig associate members), and a 
third of the total number of membership changes every year. How can we 
maintain a standard of consumer affairs under such circumstances? 
In Japan, a marketing - oriented concept was brought into consumer af-
fairs in 1973. Since then, I have introduced many success stories such 
as American Motors. Whirlpool. Giant Food, etc. In 1981, John Goodman 
of TARP Inc. was invited to speak about his theories in Tokyo and Osaka. 
During the past eight years, many companies has begun to recognize the 
importance of consumer affairs, and some of them such as Kao, a leading 
manufacturer of soap and detergents, are doing splendid job. Yet few com-
panies have recognized the importance of consumer affairs as a marketing 
tools. If I may remark about ACAP, it would seem that their concerns are 
focused on day - to - day operations such as dealing with difficult consumers, 
apologizing to complainants with causing the company to lose face, etc. In 
contrast, SOCAP has been a leader in helping American business to become 
consumer - driven companies. It is not easy to explain why there is such a 
big gap between ACAP and SOCAP, but I presume that some -of reasons 
are related to job roatation, employee - centered TQC, and the level of the 
management recogintion of consumer affairs. 
2. Three kinds of corporation phiIOSOphy 
When we observe the philosophy of business toward consumer affairs or 
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consumer complaints, we can see three different stages. In short, every com-
pany can be categorized by the following types. 
"For business activities, consumer complaints are: 
~) a factor of obstacle Complaint handling only 
R a factor of stimulation Complaint handling plus collecting, analy-
zing and imputting consumer information 
to the management 
~) a factor of development Using a marketing tools 
I have insisted on this concept for explaining business attitudes toward 
consumers since 1973. 
In Japan, as I said earlier, the recognition and understanding of consumer 
affairs has not reached the third stage in most corporate managements. 
Surprisingly KDD, or Overseas Communications Japan, (a sole overseas 
telephone & telegram company until October before last) has no consumer 
affairs department. Complaint handling depends on related departments 
such as the Operation Center and the Billing Center. 
Most managers may still believe that consumer complaints are "obstacles 
to their business activities." In short, they are still in a "premarketing ori-
ented" stage. There are, of course, some ongoing consumer relations depart-
ments in Japanese corporations, yet their numbers are few. The majority of 
companies seemingly dislike or even detest receiving complaints from their 
customers. 
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3. FindingS Of Hakuoh study 
Although the establishment of consumer complaint handling units to deal 
with complaints promptly and efficiently is a legal corporate responsibility 
prescribed by the Consumer Protection Act of 1968, Iess than 400/0 of com-
panies surveyed had such units, according to the latest survey conducted by 
the National Consumer Infornration Center, a subsidiary organization of the 
Economic Planning Agency, Office of the Prime Minister. 
The term "complaint solicitation" is not contained in Japanese business 
dictionaries. 
Following up on this subject, a consumer relations study group at Hakuoh 
Unversity conducted a mail and telephone survey in the spring of 1988. 
The title of the resulting study is "The System and Actual State of Consum-
er Complaint Handling in Major Corporations in Japan" (referred to hereaf-
ter as the Hakuoh study). 
In the questionnaire, respondents were asked to comment on: "A company 
should positively solicit customers to bring up complaints. because brand 
10yalty among satisfied customers is extremely high". In their resplies, 43.8 
O/o of the respondents said "pro", 8.80/0 said "con", and 45.30/0 of the respond-
ents (mostly managers and directors of consumer affairs) had no answer (we 
requested their private views, apart from their corporate positions). The next 
statement was: "A company should deal with inquiries and complaints from 
customers on a 24 - hour - a - day, 7 - days - a - week 365 days a year 
basis, as does the GE Answer Center's operation." Only 100/0 of 137 respond-
ents agreed. A total of 40.90/0 replied that it is "not necessary" and 44 5 Vo 
withheld answers. The survery also asked: "How do you provide customers 
with a proper number to call, in the event they wish to call you regarding ' 
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a product they purchased? In this instance, 240/0 of the respondents said "we 
have taken no paticular measures." In particular, the ratio was highest in the 
food industry "' 48.30/0 of responding companies had taken no measures to 
provied a phone number to the public. 
As a tracking survey, we conducted a POP survey at various supermarkets 
and convenience stores in August 1988, and examined 407 item of packaged 
goods including canned foods, dairy products, confectionery products, toilet 
articles, etc. The following was revealed. 
27. 8 % Company's phone number printed on package 
Name of a particular department (e,g. Customer Service) 
was provided 20. I % 
The department's phone number was printed 15. O% 
Printed information on what the customer should do 
in case of trouble 19. 9% 
We all know that every company is working hard to take every possible 
advantage against competitors. They invest a great resources in developing 
new products and services. To obtain consumer information and reaction, 
many companres hire a number of housewives as "momtors" and mstall a 
so - called "antenna shop" at street corners where young people tend to gath-
er. They are seeking clues to customers' needs and wants. Many books 
written about consumer behavior and market trends occupy the shelves in 
bookstores. 
Herein is a contradiction: Companies are spending much resources to 
seek indentify consumers' needs and wants in various ways, but they do not 
pay much attention to consumer complaints. They do not realize that con-
sumer complaints are hidden treasure which can bring profits to a company. 
In the severely competitive marketplace today, it is difficult to be different 
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from competitors. At one time product quality, performance, and price were 
powerful weapons for differentiation. Now these are a given for any product 
which seek to be competitive. 
Ever since the mid - 1970's, a fevy innovative American companies have 
realized that the sole ultimamte weapon for differentiation is "constomer 
satisfaction." They recognized that a company is selling "satisfaction" to the 
customer, and not the prodrJct itself. A consumer never buys goods for its 
own sake, but they buy "satisfaction" given by the product which provides 
usufulness and convenience. 
I know that the scope and concept of consumer affairs recently has been 
changing and expanding. The marketing - oriented trend has been acceler-
ated by the findings of the TARP study, "Consumer Complaint Handling in 
Amerrca" conducted under supervrslon of the U S Office of Consumer Af-
fairs. Ample evidence is also contained in a publication of the latter office, 
"Increasing Consumer Satisfaction". The GE Answer Center, which I visited 
in September 1982, is one of the symbols of marketing - oriented consumer 
affairs operations. Now it stands for more. Consumer affairs have become a 
matter for management, not just a question of marketing. 
The authors of "Service America !" say: 
If a company has a department called the "customer service depart-
ment," what are all the other departments supposed to be doing? Might 
it be that having a customer service department signals to the other 
people in the company that the customer is properly looked after, and 
that they need not concern themselves with the matter ? Shouldn't the 
entire departments be one large customer service department･･･at least 
(p.43) figuratively speaking ? 
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A concept originated from Scandinavia has had a dramatic influence on 
American business. This is the concept of "Moments of Truth" advocated 
by Jan Carlzon, president of Scandinavian Airlines System. Karl Albrecht 
and Ron Zemke, who are inspired by Carlzon, wrote a book "Service Amer-
ice!" in 1985. Since then, it seems that "customer satiSfactron" became a 
key word for marketing. "At America's Service" by Karl Albrecht "Servrce 
Edge" by Ron Zemke and many other books were published in 1989. As if 
to sum up the new trend, Prof. Stephen Greyser pointed out in Mobius 
magazine, Fall 1989, published by SOCAP, that services and satisfaction 
are keys to the " '90s agenda of consumer affairs." 
4. Customer SatiSfactiOn is a Traditional COncept in Japan 
The concept of consumer satisfaction is not new in Japan. Merchants here 
have had a concept of "putting the customer first" since the 17th century. 
Medicine peddlers in Toyama have adopted an unique method of selling. 
(The word "marketing" has not yet exsist.) When visiting a customer, a 
peddler deposited drugs and other commodities without requiring any down 
payment or other expenditure. Then, when he visits next time "" probably 
6 monthsor a year later, he calculates the value and receives payment. This 
system is said to be a mixture of installment sales and rental. Shuhou Mitsui, 
mother of Takatoshi Mitsui, a descendant of Mitsui "zaibatsu" and founder 
of the Mitsukbshi Department Store, the most sophisticated and traditional 
department store in Japan, operated a commodity retail store and pawnbroker 
in Matsuzaka, southeast of Nagoya. Her motto was "Buymg happily selling 
happily". She knew that a low rate of interest made her customers happy and 
would create a large number of loyal customers. "Edo no maedare shouhou", 
which is marketing philosophy of Tokyo merchants (Edo is the old name 
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of Tokyo) means to seek customer satisfaction first. 
The level of desire for seeking the satisfaction of Japanese consumer is 
quite high. There is a good example in "Service America!." The authors 
praised a Japan Railway Company employee because he was so kind to a 
foreign traveler at Sapporo station. They declared "this was a moment of 
truth, one of many that happened that day," and continued, "at that instant 
our friend has an opportunity to form an impression of the train company, 
or at least of that one employee." (p.31) Unfortunately, however, from the 
Japanese point of view, it is said that JR's service in general is very poor 
and that the name of JR is a "pronoun" representing the worst service. To 
the JR's credit, I should note that rail service is getting better and better 
after the privatization of the organization, formally a pubic corporation. 
In Japan, the level of quality in customer service (including complaint 
handing) is mostly depends on each individual, rather than the system, I 
agree with a comment by Albrecht and Zemke, who pointed out. 
In Japan, the quality circle technique, which is a part of the total qual-
ity control (TQC) approach, has been applied successfully to service 
improvement by cpmpanies as diverse as Hotel Okura. Yaesu Book 
Center, and MK Taxi. It has helped solve problems of increasing con-
sumer comfort, decreasing customer waiting time, and eliminating em-
ployee discourtesy. """on the whole Japanese managers are only just 
begining to catch on to the idea that service is an aspect of business in 
need of managing. But in those few Japanese organizations where ser-
vice management is becoming an issue, the service improvement effort 
is decidedly employee - centered. In general, those efforts paralled 
closely the TQC efforts we have heard so much about with regard to 
the Japanese manufacturing effort. ("Service America I"P.1 36 ) 
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In the typical nature of Japanese business and culture. I presume that we 
would rarely see a dramatic change to be come a customer-driven company, 
as happened at Scandinavian Airlines System. 
5. AdVertising is an incomplete medium for communication 
There is a myth which is widely believed in business circles. If business 
use advertising media, it is enough to completely communicate with custom-
ers. Business believes that advertising the most effective and efficient means 
of communication. This was true. The power of advertising was a strong 
methods to persuade customers. However, the conciousness of consumers 
has changed completely. Today advertising has less power as a communica-
tion medium. In short, it is not enough to depend on advertising,if a company 
really wants to communicate with customers. 
The real meaning of communication is not one - way traffic from business 
to customers. This is transmission, not communication. Communication is 
"the exchange of ideas, messages, or information, as by speech, signals, or 
writing. " Communication requires two way traffic between business and 
customers. In this meaning, advertising is an incomplete medium for com-
munication. To cover this shortcoming, it is necessary to have some means 
to establish a complete communication channel between a seller and a buy-
er. 
This is an innovation by Whirlpool. The company installed a direct eom-
munication telephone line named "Cool Line" in 1967, immediately after 
AT& T had started an inbound WATS service. 
Since Whirlpool's initiation of the toll - free telephone system of com-
plaint handling or customer service, the telephone has surpassed mail as the 
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dominant method of service. Regardless of how much business may hesitate 
to actively publicize its telephone number, no one can deny the usefulness 
of telephones in complaint handling. In fact, complaint handling practices 
are conducted by telephone in most Japanese companies. 
In the Hakuoh study, only 43.80/0, Iess than half of the total 137 respond-
ing companies, had direct telephone lines to the consumer complaint hand-
ling unit. More than 60.60/0 of complaint handling units received calls from 
complainants through the company switchboard, while 21.90/0 of responding 
companies said calls were screened by the switchboard operator or by who-
ever answered, and then were transferred to the appropriate division for 
action. When the operator believes a caller's problem concerns a product 
defect, she transfers the call to quality control department, and advertising 
problems to the advertising section. If her judgment is always right, there 
are no problems. But that is almost impossible. "Passing the buck" with such 
calls makes for consumer frustration and a sense of distrust. Here is another 
"a moment of truth." 
We often hear the phrase, "one moment please" or "please hold the Ime" 
when we call a company. Do you know exactly how long a "moment" is ? 
According to a study which analyzed telephone practices at a customer 
service division, the average holding time is 50.2 seconds. We know how 
long 50 seconds is in a physical sense, but psychologically we may feel that 
50 seconds is much longer. In short, we should notice the difference between 
physical time and phychological time. 
When you have questions about a product and call Customer Service, the 
ratio for obtaining an adequate answer from the first contacted person you 
talk with is only 400/0. This means 600/0 of the calls are transferred to another 
person. Moreover, 7.40/0 of the total number of calls is handled by three or 
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more persons. In the worst case, the number of holds is five times, total 
holding time is 8 minutes 11 seconds, and total time of the call is 20 min-
utes 5 seconds. In the case of every call, 200/0 of the time is wasted on "just 
a moment." 
6. DiftusiOn of toll - tree SyStem 
I know many corporations have adopted the toll - free telephone system 
for customer service and complaint handling in the US. The TARP/SOCAP 
study shows 500/0 of the responding companies utilized the 800 numbers in 
1988. _ 
By comparison, the ratio of toll - free systems for customer service among 
Japanese corporations is 10.90/0, according to the Hakuoh study. Among the 
137 responding companies, 19 Iines of 15 companies are utilized for toll -
free customer service. This is a good ratio considering that toll - free sys-
tems were only initiated a couple of years ago, and Nippon Telegram & 
Telephone Corp, has not yet adopted a bulk toll system. 
The adoption of toll - free systems for customer service has increased 
after the Hakuoh study took place. Such a tendency is clearly notable with 
small local businesses. For example, a Japanese pickle packer or a fish meat 
processor printed a toll - free customer service number on the package of the 
product. Compared with this phenomenon, big business is behind. However, 
Hitachi Home Appliance initiated a Customer Service Center with toll - free 
telephone system and 9 am - 8 pm operation (all year around except New 
Year Holidays) in May 1988. Taiyo Fishery Co. has adopted a toll - free 
system and printed the number on every canned food and packaged goods. 
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And the toll - free telephone has opened on a 24 hours'[ - a=- day, 365 days 
a year basis with cooperation of a leading telemarketing agent, Bellsystem 
24. The findings of the Hakuoh study proved a stinrulation for Taiyo's de-
cision. 
Among these companies surveyed, Proctor & Gamble Far East, Polaroid, 
Amway Corp. Nissen (mail order house) have typical operations. 
P&G uses "clustered special purpose lines" and a separate toll - free num-
ber printed on the products' package. Polaroid adopts a "market segment 
line system." Amway Japan installs toll - free facsimile service for the deaf 
besides a regular toll - free telephone line. Nissen has three different pur-
pose toll - free system such as order taking, inquiries (24 - hour operation) 
and complaint handling. 
It is not fair to judge the level of consumer affairs of a company in terms 
of whether or not the company operates a toll - free telephone. For instance, 
Kao does not have a toll - free telephone line, but the responding and cus-
tomer information management system called "Echo Systeln" is somewhat 
superior to that of the GE answer center. Yamato Express which promises 
next - day delivery, uses the ratio of undelivered in the following day for 
evaluation of service people. 
Johnson Wax contibuted much to the development of HEIB (Home Econ-
omist in Business) in Japan. Avon Products also promoted the development 
of consumer education. Those cases have been carried forward by efforts of 
the individual in the position (Consumer Affairs Director at the time) but 
not by the management's initiatives. 
The book "Service Edge" by Ron Zemke, 101 companies that profit from 
customer care introduces that a numbers of companies operating in the Japa-
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nese market such as American Express, Proctor & Gamble, Avon Products, 
Citicorp, McDonald's, Wendy's Xerox, Amdahl, Digital Equipment, 3M, 
American Airlines, Federal Express and Walt Disney. Most of them are not 
member of ACAP, while 16 of the 250 ACAP menrber companies are foreign 
or joint ventured companies. From the above, only P & G, Avon and Xerox 
are the members. Foreign companies registered as ACAP member are Aji-
nomoto General Foods. American Family Life Assurance Co. of Columbus, 
Amway, Ciba Geigy, Coca Cola, Johnson, Johnson & Johnson. Longines, 
Masterfoods, Maxfactor, Nestle, Nippon Lever V.B, Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, 
Polariod, Showa Shell Oil and Warner Lambert. 
We know there are companies well - known for outstanding customer -
diven policy like American Express and Proctor & Gamble in the U.S. 
When observing their operations in Japan, however, seemingly it may not be 
enough to meet the standard of the company. P & G Far East has installed 
a toll - free phone system and advertises the numbers in various ways. Yet 
the back - up system may not be efficient and working circumstances of 
complaint handling personnel is not competent. I have impression that man-
agement here does not have much enthusiasm on consumer affairs. A similar 
phenomenon was found at AMEX Japan. There is a customer service center 
handling customers' inquiries and complaints, but no consumer affairs de-
partment at the corporate level. "We are so busy expanding our market. Al-
though we realize the importance of consumer affairs, we have not come to 
that stage yet," a public realations officer told me. 
We can say the same about Toyota and Honda. Although it is said that 
their customer care is ongoing and superior in the US, Japanese consumers 
have never given high marks on customer service to either Toyota or Honda 
in the domestic market. 
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Any business that provides full satisfaction to customers everywhere in 
the world ･･･ not only in the US but in Japan and other countries "' should 
be receive its due in the severely competitive market. 
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